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 In Lives in Ruins: Archaeologists and the Seductive Lure of Human 
Rubble, New York Times bestselling author, Marilyn Johnson, continues her 
work of singing praise for preservers of cultural memory. Johnson, a former 
writer for Life and former editor at Esquire and Outside magazines, is known 
for her books revealing various enigmatic professions like obituary writers 
and librarians. Johnson continues down the dusty path from her 2011 book, 
This Book is Overdue!, a work about the lives of librarians, to the even dusti-
er careers and the lives of archaeologists. In Lives in Ruins, Johnson profiles 
a variety of different archaeologists. She approaches the topic in two different 
ways: first, through her own personal experience, by enrolling in an introduc-
tory college archaeology class, doing fieldwork and attending conferences; 
and secondly, by meeting, interviewing, and shadowing a variety of archaeol-
ogists, documenting their individual stories. Each story is unique, but ulti-
mately all are fighting not only to preserve the past, but also to better under-
stand our ancestors and how they thrived. 
 Johnson starts the book with a preface, “Down and Dirty,” discuss-
ing her interactions with archaeology before writing this work. Of course, 
Johnson’s very first sentence is the warning, “no dinosaurs appear in these 
pages” (2014:1), reflecting the popular misconception that archaeologists 
study dinosaurs. In this chapter, she briefly outlines why she chose to profile 
archaeologists, showing that archaeology is everywhere and in some rather 
unique places, and sets the tone for chapters to follow. 
  The book is broken up into four sections: “Boot Camp,” “The Clas-
sics,” “Archaeology of War,” and “Heritage.” “Boot Camp” has seven chap-
ters where the author gets a crash course in archaeology. In this section of the 
book, the author enrolls in both a field school and college level course, and 
attends a professional conference. In the first chapter, “Field School,” John-
son plunges head first into a field school located in the Caribbean, on Sint 
Eustatius. Here the author volunteers on a crew lead by archaeologist Richard 
Grant Gilmore. Johnson, after enduring fieldwork in the forest, discovers that 
archaeology, even in the Caribbean, is not the paradise it seems to be. In the 
second chapter, “The Survivalist’s Guide to Archaeology,” Johnson enrolls in 
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an Archaeology of Human Origins course at Stony Brook University in New 
York, taught by paleoanthropologist John Shea. There she puts into practice 
what she had learned in the classroom through experimental archaeology: 
flint knapping, butchering a lamb with tools she created, and making fire with 
fellow classmates. In the third chapter, “Extreme Beverages,” the author at-
tends an Archaeological Institute of America (AIA) conference, where she 
finds herself sipping on a honey wine and saffron brew called Midas Touch 
with its creator, biomolecular archaeologist Patrick McGovern. Through this 
fortuitous meeting, Johnson finds that archaeologists must wear many hats 
and have multiple professional responsibilities that extend beyond field and 
laboratory research. Often archaeologists find themselves, much like McGov-
ern, using creative and innovative ways to make their research accessible to a 
wider audience. In the fourth chapter, “Pig Dragons,” Johnson, still at the 
AIA conference, starts a conversation with archaeologist Sarah Milledge Nel-
son, and traces Nelson’s career as a woman navigating the once male-
dominated profession. The author stumbles across an auction of “stray finds,” 
jade pendant artifacts called “pig dragons,” and reexamines the importance of 
provenience and context in archaeological research. 
 In the fifth chapter, “My Life is in Ruins,” Johnson revisits Gilmore 
and his work on Sint Eustatius. Much to her chagrin, the author finds that 
Gilmore’s field school is closing as local support has dried up, a common 
problem faced by long term excavations. While this closure signaled the end 
of the St. Eustatius Center for Archaeological Research, its steadfast director, 
Grant Gilmore, acquired a choice academic position at the College of 
Charleston, in South Carolina, exemplifying the career shifts that are rather 
common in archaeology today. In “Road Trip Through Time,” ch. 6 of the 
book, Johnson makes a trip to South Dakota to visit archaeologist Rose Estep 
Fosha and her research on the remains of the old Chinatown in Deadwood. In 
this chapter, the author takes a particular focus on the personal lives and rela-
tionships that develop in this unique field, profiling Fosha’s marriage to a 
fellow archaeologist. In the seventh chapter, “Underwater Mysteries,” the 
author works alongside archaeologist Kathy Abbas, director of the Rhode 
Island Marine Archaeology Project located in Newport, Rhode Island. Here 
Johnson explores underwater archaeology, deemed the next frontier for ar-
chaeology. Johnson also discovers how Abbas, like many field archaeologists, 
struggles financially with a career that does not always pay a living wage. 
 The section, “The Classics,” is dedicated to Johnson’s adventures in 
classical archaeology. In the eighth chapter, “Explorers Clubs,” the author 
discusses and deconstructs Indiana Jones, archaeology’s pseudo poster boy, 
with archaeologist Joan Connolly. Invited by Connolly, the author also makes 
a visit to the glamorous Explorer’s Club Headquarters in Manhattan, New 
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York, where she met some of the world’s most illustrious explorers. In the 
next chapter, “Field School Redux,” Johnson follows Connolly to the island 
of Yeronisos, off the coast of Cyprus, where Connolly runs an excavation. 
 The section “Archaeology and War” examines how archaeology and 
cultural identity can be intricately tied to war, both in the past and present. 
This section starts with the tenth chapter, “The Bodies,” where the author 
finds herself back in the United States, in Fishkill, New York. There she 
works with contract archaeologist Bill Sandy at a controversial historic mili-
tary cemetery and explores how tricky and complex a contract archaeology 
job can be. In ch. 11, “Evidence of Harm,” Johnson interviews contract ar-
chaeologist Erin Coward, reflecting on her temporary job to excavate and 
recover human remains in the rubble of the World Trade Center weeks after 
the September 11 terrorist attacks. In this chapter the author also shadows a 
forensics team and finds the skills she had learned in field school are similar 
to the techniques employed by forensic scientists. In ch. 12, “Archaeology in 
a Dangerous World,” the author visits another AIA meeting and talks to ar-
chaeologist Corinne Wegener, founder of the Committee of the Blue Shield, 
an organization dedicated to protection of cultural heritage and archaeological 
sites in war-torn areas. Here she explores how archaeologists collaborate with 
the U.S. military to protect the world’s cultural heritage from the disastrous 
results of war. In the penultimate chapter of Lives in Ruins, “Avoidance Tar-
gets,” Johnson traces the history of collaboration between archaeologists and 
the U.S. military that had its start in World War II. The author meets with 
Laurie Rush, an archaeologist employed by the Department of Defense. Rush 
works with the military to train and educate U.S. troops about the culture and 
historic sites of the areas they are deployed to.  
 In the section “Heritage,” the final chapter “Buckets of Archaeolo-
gists,” Johnson makes a visit to Machu Picchu with archaeologists from the 
United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s Internation-
al Committee on Archaeological Heritage Management. In this chapter, John-
son travels with Ruth Shady Solis and discusses her work in Andean archae-
ology and her drive to shed light on the past of her own people. Even in the 
most desolate and remote parts of Peru, Johnson finds that the spark of human 
life is ever present.  
 While Johnson covers a wide sample of professional and academic 
archaeologists in her 14-chapter book, understandably, she cannot cover all 
aspects of the field. However, she does overlook a few key players in the 
world of archaeology. In particular, Johnson only briefly mentions the work 
of archaeologists at museums and archaeological repositories. These collec-
tion managers often face unique challenges to the maintenance and care of 
artifacts after the excavation and analysis has been done. Furthermore, these 
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archaeologists are often on the front lines as interpreters and more accessible 
representatives of archaeology to the public. 
 Lives in Ruins will appeal to archaeologists and non-archaeologists 
alike. Archaeologists will find themselves nodding their heads in agreement 
or even chuckling at Johnson’s adventures, bringing back memories of their 
own early days in the field. Archaeologists will also enjoy the overview of the 
variety of research areas within their own discipline. Even veteran archaeolo-
gists will discover something new about their field through Johnson’s adven-
tures. Non-archaeologists will appreciate Johnson’s outsider’s perspective and 
temporary venture into the world of archaeology as a genuine glimpse into the 
often over-glamorized and over-romanticized lives of archaeologists. This 
book will especially appeal to the curious reader contemplating a possible 
foray or a career in the archaeology world, providing a sample of what ar-
chaeologists really go through in their professional lives. In a time when ar-
chaeology is increasingly seen as a trivial, and even frivolous, field of study, 
with funding continuing to shrink, Marilyn Johnson’s engaging book Lives In 
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